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CHAPTER II
AN ORAL HISTORY OF ELOUISE MILLER
A ONE-ROOM SCHOOLTEACHER
ARLENE:

This is Arlene Carlile.

I'm interviewing Elouise

Miller at her home in Hays, Kansas.

This oral

history interview is taking place on the afternoon
of November 4, 1989.

Today, we are flashing back

in time to reflect upon the events that took place
as Elouise taught in two one-room schoolhouses in
Osborne County, Kansas.

Elouise, would you share

some background information concerning your family
and your educational opportunities before you
started your teaching career?
ELOUISE:

I came from a family of six children.

Three

of them are old enough to be my mother, which is
rather interesting.

I have three sisters and then

it was fifteen years until my brother was born.
year and a half later I was born.

A

Five years later

my little sister was born.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

There were two complete families.
Yes, with the same mother and father.

My

father died when I was eight years old, so my morn
was left with three little children.

All of my

schooling was at Alton from the first grade through
the twelfth grade.
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ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Did you start teaching right after high school?
Yes, I went to one summer of school before I

started.

That was the last year you could do that

because they had been requiring nine hours of college
credit.

That summer, they went up to twelve hours.

The next summer they increased it so you couldn't
teach right out of high school.

I just made it!

I

would have had to come for twelve weeks except I
passed the English Proficiency Test and earned three
hours of credit.
coming to school.
was good.

That saved me three weeks of
Money was the problem so that

I came to Hays and took English Composition

and six hours of methods classes.

If I knew then

what I know now, I would have been scared to death!
We thought we knew enough to teach because that's
what they were doing.
ARLENE:

How old were you then when you first taught

school?
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Seventeen.
Where did you begin your first year?
I started teaching at Liberty Bell School,

northwest of Alton, Kansas.

It was close to my

sister's so the children knew me.
"Weezie."

My nickname was

I wouldn't let them call me "Weezie,'' so
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they all called me "Teacher."

They couldn't get

used to Miss Miller.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE :

Where did you live when you taught there?
I lived about a mile from school.

to school.

We walked

We usually took the shortcut through

the pasture if the bull wasn't there.

It was a

real wet year with plenty of rain and snow.

When

there was too much snow, the neighbor would stop by
with the tractor to pick us up and take us to school.
ARLENE:

You taught in two one-room schoolhouses.

Where

were you the second year?
ELOUISE:

I was in Mount Hope School about five miles

southeast of Osborne .
ARLENE:

During this particular interview if you want to

talk about the schools together, it is fine.

You

may specify which particular one you are talking
about if you are referring to just one.
Would you take me on an imaginary trip through
Liberty Bell School, describing it in as much detail
as possible inside and outside?
ELOUISE:

As you go in the door , there was a little

hallway or room.

I had 3 sixth grade boys who went

out to do woodworking or things like that when the
weather was warm.

This P,art wasn't heated, so they
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didn't go out when it was cold.

It was one room

inside that, with a raised platform for my desk .
This was quite typical in those days for a one-room
schoolhouse.
that area.

My desk and the blackboard were up in
We had an oil burner for a stove at that

school.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Can you explain what that was like?
It was the same type that I had at home so I

was used to that.

The oil was piped in so, basically,

all I had to do was see that it was turned on and
running.

One time it ran out of oil and they were

supposed to have it filled ever so often.
morning I got there and the stove was out.

One
Knowing

our stove at home, I thought maybe it needed cleaning.
I was, of course, dressed for school, but I proceeded
to go through all of it using the carbon to clean
it.

It still didn't g o.

We called the people who

delivered oil and found out they hadn't delivered
it for awhile.

They deli v ered oil and the stove

worked!
We had an inside pump that you had to prime to get
water.

We had to pour water in the top so we always

made sure we had some water in a bucket or something.
We had a water bucket to drink from.

The children
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each had his own cup, unless they had a g uest.
so, they drank out of the community cup.
not unusual in those days either.

If

That was

At home, you

usually had a water bucket with a dipper in it.
course, our toilets were outside.

Of

We had two-holers,

one for the girls and one for the boys .

You didn 1 t

have any lingering in the bathrooms during cold
weather!
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

It kept them out of trouble!
That's right.

They made their trip out there

and got back in with no tarrying.

The first school

I taught in had a telephone, but no electricity.
This again was not unusual in those days.
ARLENE:

Did you have a particular kind of lighting in

there?
ELOUISE:

No, you didn't have lights.

If you had a

program at night, they brought gas lamps.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Did you have special programs?
We had a Christmas program and a Halloween

party which was held in lieu of trick or treating.
The parties that I gave for the children were at
night.

The Christmas programs included pageants,

more or less, where you had Mary and Joseph and the
baby and all of that.

I used to have a supply of
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books I could order that had Christmas programs,
like Christmas Acrostics where you would spell
Christmas and have little verses with it.

There

were many poems, little pageants, and plays.

It

was common that everyone came because it was the
community.

There wasn't much else.

You didn't

have mothers working and having to go to this and
Daddy having to go to that.

This was a big event

and they came.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

The community really supported their school.
That's right.
Did you give the children presents or did they

exchange gifts?
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

Yes, we drew names and exchanged gifts.
Can you think of what some of those presents

might have been?
ELOUISE:

In those days, it was typical to give perfume,

boxes of handkerchiefs, and stationery.

I got plenty

of these three gifts for quite a few years.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

What were the desks like for the children?
They had a seat and a back attached with ink

wells for the children's pens.

We used ink pens

with the points that you dipped in the ink.

The

desks were in rigid rows because they were bolted
together.
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ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Was there much room within the one-room schoolhouse?
Yes, it was a big room and only seven students.

There was plenty of space.
desks, and a stove.

We had a piano, the

There really wasn't much

furniture.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

What was your main problem?
There were no books!

The library books came

from the County Superintendent's Office.

I could

check out books from her office and take them to
school.

Also, I did not have textbooks.

When I

planned their lessons, I went from desk to desk.
After school I looked at their books and planned
the lessons.

I conducted classes with their books.

It was almost one-to-one so one book was enough
for us.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Who was actually in charge of the schools?
The County Superintendent was the overall boss

who kept track of things.

Of course, there was a

rural School Board, but they didn't come to school.
ARLENE:

Did you have any students that came from a

particular heritage or cultural background?
ELOUISE:

The second year, it was very strictly German.

I had four children from one family and there were
still children ,at home and some out of school.
father was definitely the head of the household.

The
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ARLENE:

can you give me an idea of what the ordinary

student looked like going to school?

Were they

typically what we see today in the classrooms?
ELOUISE:

It was more like what you would see in farm

pictures probably.
is more casual.

The clothing nowadays, in a way,

They wore just common clothing for

that era.
ARLENE:

Did you have any in-service training available

to you?
ELOUISE:

We had one week of institute.

I think we were

allowed a dollar to attend that whole institute if
we went!
ARLENE:

Was it your choice to attend or did you have

to go?
ELOUISE:

Well, if you didn't go, you didn't get the

dollar!

Yes, we were suppose to attend.

It was a

week of institute for everybody who taught in the
county.
ARLENE:

Could you describe a typical school day for a

one-room schoolteacher?
ELOUISE:

It was pretty academic.

There were not as

many extra things as there are now.

Of course, I

taught everything and all the grades, but I did try
to correlate things like Social Studies and Science.
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Even if they weren't correlated, the others would
tune in and learn.

I would go around from desk to

desk for the Math and Reading lessons.

We did a

great deal of Math at the board sinc e there was
just one or two or three at the most.

I had 3

sixth graders so they did their Math at the board
and I could see it easily.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

What time did your day start and end?
It probably began at 9:00 a.m. and ended at

4:00 p.m.

It was an eight-month school year which

started on September 6th and got out on April 22nd
at Liberty Bell School.

The following year at

Mount Hope I started on September 5th and got out
on April 21st .

I usually had a week at Christmas

and Armistice Day off.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

What benefits did you have?
You had no sick leave or anything like that.

Once, the second year, I asked off to attend a
funeral of one of my students from Liberty Bell.
They just dismissed school for the afternoon, rather
than getting a substitute so I could go to the
funeral.
ARLENE:

Was school ever dismissed because of the weather?
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ELOUISE:

Sometimes it was dismissed, but not normally.

I can remember maybe one day the first year that
we didn't have school and another day that we were
late starting because they came by and picked us up
on the tractor and took us.
ARLENE:

How were the lunches provided?

Did everyone

bring them from home?
ELOUISE:

We had a hot lunch brought from home in a syrup

bucket.

We set it on the stove and heated it!

If

it was cold weather, they brought beans in a syrup
pail.

We set the milk out in a snowbank when there

was snow.

One day a little girl set her milk out

in the snow and couldn't find it for four days.
When we did find it, it was frozen solid!

We had

our own refrigerator if it snowed, and our hot
lunches if they set them on the stove.

Where I

roomed and boarded the first year, she fixed my
lunch, so I had big, delicious lunches.

Usually

there was enough for lunch and an after school
snack both.

The second year, I had to fix my own

lunch.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

How were the children tested?
We gave Reed Tracy Tests which were common then.

Everybody took them.

They were achievement tests
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which the teacher graded and sent the grades in.
The eighth graders had to take tests at the County
Seat, but I didn't have eighth graders.
have academic meets.
meets.

We did

These were similar to track

We went to another school and did academics

in the morning and one of my boys took third in
Spelling.

He was a sixth grader competing against

eighth graders.

Some of them took ribbons in the

afternoon track events.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

What levels were taught at your schools?
Well, I was to have all levels that came .

The

first year at Liberty Bell School, I had 2 second
graders, 1 third grader, 1 fourth grader, and 3
sixth graders.

At Mount Hope, I had seven children.

I had 3 first graders, one of each in the third,
fourth, fifth, and sixth grades.
year to have first graders.

This was my first

They hadn't had

kindergarten and this was new to me.

nThey learned

in spite of me!n I always say.
ARLENE:

How old were the children before they were

allowed to start school?
ELOUISE:

Usually they were six before they came to

first grade.
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ARLENE:

Did you ever have children that came or left

during the school year?
ELOUISE :
ARLENE:

No, they were pretty stable.
Do you know what types of occupations the students

have gone into after graduation?
ELOUISE:

One worked for an oil company.

One worked for

a furniture company and delivered to schools.

He

came to Lincoln School a year ago and bashfully
said, "Are you Elouise Miller?"

I said, "Yes."

said, "I think you used to be my teacher."
"Well, who are you?"

He

I said,

He said, "John Becker."

I

thought of my little first grader in 1949 and here
it was 1988!
ARLENE:

ELOUISE:

I haven't seen him since.

Wasn't that a good feeling?
At first he was hesitant about speaking, but

then we visited for a long time.
girls have married.

I've heard the

Another one of the boys worked

with his family in an implement company.
a teacher.
ARLENE:

One became

So, they have gone into various occupations.

Characterize yourself as a one-room schoolteacher.

What were you really like?
ELOUISE:

As I look back on it now and tell it to other

people, they'd think it was a very dull, boring
life, probably.

I spent my time at school, and in
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the evenings, I read or listened to the radio.

You

didn't have TV.

I read stories to the little boy

where I stayed.

On the weekends, I usually went

home into town.

Either my sister or my brother

would pick me up since I didn't have a car.

It

wasn't what most people would call an exciting life.
I thought I was busy and having fun, but to tell
about it, it sounds like I didn't do anything!
ARLENE:

Was there a certain set of expectations that

the community had for teachers?
ELOUISE:

The second year where I taught, I slept in the

room with my fourth grader.

If you had a date,

she knew who you went with and what time you left
and got home.

By the time the children came in the

schoolroom the next morning, they all knew, so you
didn't have any privacy.

I'm sure they didn't want

you carousing around, but I wasn't doing that anyway,
so it wasn't a problem.
ARLENE:

How did you handle discipline problems or did

you even have any?
ELOUISE:

The problems were not like those of today.

They were more like family spats because they were
often from the same family.

I remember the first

time the County Superintendent came for her yearly
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visit.

I was teaching and, all of a sudden, everybody

started looking around to see if there was any
paper on the floor, and sitting up straight, and
acting like, "This is great and we're going to be
good."

I said, "What's wrong?"

They whispered,

"The County Superintendent just drove in the yard!"
They

were used to her; I wasn't.

what to expect.

I didn't know

I just went ahead as usual.

were impressed with it.
were as good as gold.

They

When she came in, they
There weren't any real big

discipline problems.
ARLENE:

Did you ever have to invite parents to help

with discipline problems?
ELOUISE:

No, discipline at home then was pretty strict.

The parents wouldn't have minded if I did need to
discipline.

The students liked to stay and help

me after school.

At Mount Hope, we put sweeping

compound on the wooden floor.

We put that down and

then they would skate around to work it into the
wood.

It was good for the floor.

My big problem

was the flag on days that it would wrap tightly
around the pole.

I got help from the big brothers

when they came by to pick up their brothers or
sisters.
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ARLENE:

That was another one of your responsibilities.

Can you think of any others that you just automatically
did every day?
ELOUISE:

The second year, in Mount Hope, I had a Warm

Morning stove .

For it I had to use coal.

Warm

Morning meant that if you did it right the next
morning it'd still be going.
so I worried about that .

That was new to me,

It usually worked well.

You had to be close to it so we had to circle our
desks close by it on cold days.

The boys helped

bring in the coal.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Who determined how much you would be paid?
The School Board did.

like now.

There weren't negotiations

The first year, I don't remember meeting

with them because I knew all of them.
me to see if I wanted the job.

They called

In those days,

teachers were fairly hard to find .

Jobs were plentiful,

so you didn't need to worry about getting a job.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

How did you get your paycheck?
One of the School Board members gave it to me.

The second year I stayed with the Treasurer of the
Board's family.

He once paid me, but forgot to

sign the check.

I didn't pay much attention.

just looked at the amount!

I

I took it to the bank
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where they noticed it had not been signed.

They

did cash it because they knew him and me.
The second year when I got the job, I just talked
with them in the field.

I went out in the wheat

field to talk to him and saw the school.

Five days

later they came to Alton with the contract.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

What types of records did you have to keep?
You had books with tiny squares.

can remember!
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

That's all I

It was mostly grades and attendance.

Did you use letter grades or percentage grades?
I used letter grades.

I can remember it took

me a long time to do seven report cards.
forty-seven of them.

Now I do

I would never have gotten it

done that year if I 1 d had forty-seven!

I can still

remember agonizing over them wondering what to put,
and I only had seven!
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Did you ever have to retain a student?
Yes, I did the first year.

I retained one.

Did you feel it was beneficial for the child?
I wasn't there the next year, but knowing what

I know now, I probably wouldn't have now.

As a

sixth grader, he didn't know the things that he
would need to know to pass the eighth grade exams
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to get out of the eighth grade.

Probably, in that

day though, it was the best thing.
ARLENE:

Even though you didn't have an eighth grader,

did they stay in the one-room school until after
the eighth grade?
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

Yes.
Where did they go after that?

ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

They went into town to Alton High School.
How were the textbooks selected that you used?

ELOUISE:

I didn't have any say in them.

They were

adopted by the County.
ARLENE:

Do you know how often they were changed?

ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

No, I don't know.
You were just presented the books and you used

them!
ELOUISE:

Yes, I looked for books in the Mount Hope

School.

Back in the back of the room, I found an

adult set of Shakespeare books.
given them to the school.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

Someone must have

That was our Library!

Was the school used for other things?
I remember they also voted there.
Even though the one-room schoolhouse was a very

different facility from the schools today, can you
think of any ways that it was very similar?
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ELOUISE:

The basic academic part was very similar.

The

things the children liked to play probably haven't
changed that much.

At recess, we had to choose

what we wanted to play and everyone had to play it.
One day I'd let the sixth graders choose and they
usually chose ball.

I still have that fourth grade

girl who remembered that I made her play ball.

Of

course, other days she chose the game and the boys
had to play.

The teacher played too because that

was only eight of us.

ARLENE:

The children really interacted well, didn't

they?
ELOUISE:

Yes, they did.

I wore anklets and running

shoes to school because we played ball, Pump-PumpPull-Away, or the running games.

I remember falling

down and skinning my elbows and knees and looking
just like one of the children.

That was just

typical for the teacher to play the rough games.
ARLENE:

Did you have supplies that you needed for

teaching?
ELOUISE:

We didn't have much.

In fact, we got a box of

supplies from the County Superintendent which measured
approximately 12" x 18" x 4" and that was used for
the entire year.

I think back now and to all of
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the files and boxes I now have and think, "Sometimes
I wish all I had was that little box."

I also had

a picture file that I had made in summer school
which was very beneficial.

Other than that, the

supplies were very limited.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Did you just have to make what you wanted to use?
Yes, but you didn't need as many aids as you

would with a big class.
a hectograph.

The copy machine then was

If you don't know about it, you

don't know what you've missed!

I used a flat pan

large enough for my sheet of paper.

I filled it

with a special hectograph, jelly-like substance
that I bought.

Next, I heated it and put it in a

pan making sure all the bubbles were out.
let it get solid.
on the paper.

Then I

I used a special pencil to write

I turned it upside down on the

hectograph and rubbed over it.

That ink would get

on the hectograph, then I'd get a clean sheet of
paper to rub over it, and it would come off.
to do one sheet of paper at a time.

I had

When the master

copy was finished, I had to wash it off carefully
so not to wash the jelly stuff away.
wash it enough, it would fade through .

If I didn't
I did the

best I could and then let it dry overnight.

Now
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every time I use the copy machine, I think, "What
a great invention.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

This copy machine now is fantastic!"

You 1 ve come a long way since your first year!
Yes, I remember how much I hated doing that.
Did you ever use peer tutors--the older children

helping the younger ones?
ELOUISE:

I did once in awhile.

It didn't work so well

when they were from the same family.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

I can't understand that!
If they were from different families, it

worked well.
ARLENE:

Compare the teaching strategies that you used

in a one-room schoolhouse to the ones you use today.
ELOUISE:

Today, of course, it's a real different age

group.

I probably correlate units more among the

subject areas now.

In the one-room school, it was

very definite when I was having Math, Spelling,
English, Social Studies, Reading, and Science.
ARLENE:

Can you tell me how long you spent teaching the

different subjects?
ELOUISE:

I tried to get through my classes with the

older students first so they could work by themselves
while I worked with the younger children.
were the ones who needed the help.

They

Since the first
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graders hadn't had kindergarten, there wasn't too
much they could do.

They didn't have as many toys

or books except for those I checked out from the
County Library in the Courthouse.

I tried to spend

as much class time with them as I could.

I spent

less time with the older students because they
could go ahead and do their work.
ARLENE:

You keep mentioning the Library.

That was a

very important part of teaching even then, wasn't it?
ELOUISE:

When you didn't have many books in your school,

yes, that was important.
ARLENE:

Did you read to the students every day?

ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

I tried to.

I didn't always get it done.

You're mainly saying that you were teaching

one-to-one with each student.
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

Yes, it was individualized teaching.
It was probably similar to what you do with

some of the students today.
Elouise, you mentioned that you changed schools.
Can you tell me why you did that after teaching
only one year at Liberty Bell?
ELOUISE:

I'd been asked to teach at Mount Hope and they

offered me $25 a month more.
more.

That was $200 a year

That was a great deal of money in those days.
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That's what I borrowed the first summer to go to
school.

The first check I got was $170.10 after

everything was taken out.
ARLENE:

I know the next year you moved into the town

school.
ELOUISE:

Can you explain why you did that?

For one thing, I wanted to get into town and

get a school with fewer grades.

The money wasn't

that much more, but it was for an extra month.
ARLENE:

Did you often have children absent from class?

ELOUISE:

Yes, we had whooping cough in the area.

wasn't unusual back then.

This

I had never had it so I

was worried I would get it.

In those days, they

quarantined people.
ARLENE:

What did that actually mean?

ELOUISE:

It meant that for six weeks you had to stay

confined to that house.

The little girl where I

stayed got it and the County Doctor thought I may
also have to be quarantined.

He talked to the other

parents and found out their children had had it or
were already exposed.

I did get to continue to

teach.
ARLENE:

Did you teach the little girl in the evenings

then?
ELOUISE:

Yes, I did because I was staying there.
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ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

You literally taught all day and then all night!
The second year where I stayed the little girl

was taking music and theory lessons.
I helped her.

In the evenings,

I felt like a big sister when I

lived in the home, although I wasn't responsible
for doing the work.
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

You didn't have to cook or clean?
Once in awhile, I'd help with the dishes just

to be helping.

I paid $25 for getting my room and

board!
ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Did you give the children homework?
I usually did not give homework.

They could

get it done during the day while I was working with
another grade.
ARLENE:

What humorous things can you remember about

school?
ELOUISE:

I had the ABC's up above the chalkboard.

I

asked the first graders to write their ABC's without
looking above the chalkboard.

When Johnny, the

cute, bashful one, brought me his paper, he said
with a grin, "Here, I wrote these with my eyes shut
like you told me."

He thought I meant don't look!

From the looks of them, he must have peeked.

At

least he thought he was doing them with his eyes shut!
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ARLENE:
ELOUISE:

Did you tease the students?
Yes , and they teased me , too.

In fact, I was

only four years older than my oldest student, so we
weren ' t too different in age.

The first year the

little girl and I walked home from school together.
She was blond and fair.

We didn't look anything

alike except one day we both wore striped dresses.
She said, "Do you suppose people that see us walking
will think we are twins?"

I said, "Oh, they might .

Our dresses kind of look alike!"
ARLENE:

When you hear Liberty Bell, what memories do

you think of?
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

The children.
Would you have a different response for Mount

Hope?
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

No, it would be the children, first and foremost.
Do you think you ' ll ever feel as close to your

children today as you did in the one-room school?
ELOUISE:

It's a different relationship.

In the one-room

school, it was a little different family situation.
The family situation, of course, has changed so much
from what it was.

The problems are different because

we didn't have meetings on suicide, sexual abuse,
drugs, divorce, or even on positive discipline.
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our teachers' meetings were mostly on academics.

I

know they must have had family problems, but in
those days, parents stayed together.
kind of a stigma.
in the home.
ARLENE:

Divorce was

There was a mother and father

You didn't have the one-parent family.

The types of activities the children were

involved in also shows a big change in today ' s
society.
ELOUISE:

Yes, they made their own entertainment.

didn't have TV to rely on.

They

They played cards or

Monopoly as a big evening's entertainment.
ARLENE:

Do you look back and wish you were still in the

one-room schoolhouse?
ELOUISE:

No, but I always say it's a good experience

I'm glad I have.
for anything.

I wouldn't trade that experience

The families--there's just a unity

there that you don't have otherwise.

I'm glad I

taught in the rural schools , but I wouldn't want
to go back.
ARLENE:

Do you know how long either one of these schools

were kept open after you taught there?
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

No, I don't really.
Thank you very much, Elouise, for an interesting

story .

I feel like I've almost been to a one-room
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schoolhouse this afternoon.
had a wonderful teacher!
ELOUISE:
ARLENE:

We had fun!
Thank you.

I think those students

